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The usual way to find the equation of a tangent line to a general conic section at a point depends upon implicit diffentiation. In this note, we present an alternative that assumes no knowledge of calculus and is based on the intuitive definition of a tangent to a curve-namely, a line that intersects the curve at exactly one point.
Suppose that (x 0 , y 0 ) is a point on the conic section
Cancellation of the second degree terms of (2) yields
which shows that (2) is the equation of a line that passes through the point (x 0 , y 0 ). Let x − x 0 = λ 1 t and y − y 0 = λ 2 t be a parameterization of a line. Then (2) can be written
where K = Aλ ( For related ideas see [1] , [2] , [3] .
